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more flexible and simplified Greek writing system. What remained simply word lists to
be memorized among the Mesopotamians and Egyptians became the categories for
classifying distinctive bodies of knowledge and the systematic analysis of logical
thought by the Greek philosophers. The important thing for the history of thought
and education is that an intellectual revolution was taking place along with the
political and economic revolutions of the sixth century B.C. No longer content to
accept mythological explanations of the observed regularity of physical phenomena,
some men began to devise rational explanations in the form of natural laws, often
concentrating upon a single fundamental element.

For example, Thales, who may have been familiar with the geometry of the
Egyptians and the cosmology of the Babylonians, came to the conclusion that water
was the essential characteristic of all matter. Pythagoras, who may have been familiar
with the Indian philosophy of withdrawal from the everyday world of affairs, found
mathematical consistencies in the movement of the stars as well as in musical tones.
Anaximander estimated that the universe was infinite in size and that man was a higher
form in the long process of evolution. Xenophanes believed that reality was guided by
a single god or directing force. Anaximenes found the essence of things in air, and
Heraclitus found it in fire. Empedocles suggested a theory of evolution. Leucippus and
Democritus formulated an atomic theory of the construction of the universe. Hippo-
crates developed the study of medicine. Anaxagoras located permanence in the realm
of mind (nous) that lies behind change and gives order to it.

Whatever else the pre-Socratic philosophers did, they created new versions of the
way to think about the world and the universe. They turned away from anthropomor-
phic explanations in favor of the impersonal laws of nature not subject to individual
whim; indeed, this was the way the polis was intended to operate in the human sphere.
If the universe was basically rational, then obviously rationality is the proper way of
life for man. Or perhaps it was the other way round: if man could organize a rational
way of life in the polis, could nature do less when it came to organizing the world and
the cosmos?

Goody and Watt argue not only that the flexibility and simplicity of alphabetic
writing made it possible for the Greek city-states to become essentially literate
societies as a whole, but that they established many of the institutions that became
characteristic of all later literate societies.13 Among these were new forms of or-
ganized schooling that increasingly became available to a large part of the population.

Education in the Open Polis of Athens

The political, intellectual, and demoliterate character of the Greek city-states proved
to be fertile ground for the creation of three types of organized schools. It is fruitless
to try to determine where and when the first Greek schools appeared, but by the
seventh century B.C. most city-states had not only developed highly disciplined forms
of military training but had organized formal schools devoted principally to physical
education. Called the gymnasium or palaestra, these institutions kept alive the warrior

13 Ibid., p. 67.